I~ t~: recen~ past, f~w services. marketing topics hav~ attracte~ as much attention as the measuring and management of ~crv1ce quah~~· In this .study. an instrument de~eloped in the United States of America. which measures the service quality in ~ South A(ncan. retail environment, 1s empmcally evaluated. The retail service quality instrument has been shown to be a vahd and reliable instrument and the developers' claim of construct reliability can be supported.
Introduction
Few research areas have attracted as much attention as service marketing in recent years. Much of this interest has centred on the controversy generated by the Service Quality Gaps Model proposed by Parasuraman, Zeithaml & Berry ( 1985) , and particularly the SERVQUAL instrument developed to measure service quality (Parasuraman, Zeithaml & Berry, 1988) .
Since the publication of SERVQUAL, a number of studies have used the instrument to measure service quality. In empirical assessment studies the SERVQUAL instrument has been severely criticized in terms of its convergent and discriminate validity, the use of difference scores and the use of negatively phrased items (Carman, 1990; Babakus & Boller, 1992; Peter, Churchill & Brown, 1993) . Based partially on the findings of some of these studies, SERVQUAL was refined by Parasuraman, Berry & Zeithaml ( 1991) who also provided a summary of empirical studies which have investigated the factor structure of SERVQUAL.
An interesting feature of the empirical studies, which have analysed SERVQUAL, is the wide variety of empirical factor structures obtained. These factor structures vary primarily in the number of interpretable factors, which consistently differed from the five-factor structure reported by Parasuraman et al. (1988; 1991 ) . Cronin & Taylor ( 1992) , for instance, argued that SERVQUAL is unidimensional, while Babakus & Boller ( 1992) reported a two-factor structure. A three-factor solution was reported by Schneider, Wheeler & Cox ( 1992) and Cliff & Ryan (1994) . Brensinger & Lambert (1990) reported a four-factor solution. Six to eight empirical factors were reported by Carman ( 1990) . Lately even the developers of the scale have produced evidence confirming the doubts expressed about the five-dimension configuration (Parasuraman, Zeithaml & Berry, 1994: 211 ) .
The considerable variation in empirical factor structures reported in the literature hampers our understanding of service quality and casts doubts over the use of the SERVQUAL instrument in future research. It also shows that a considerable amount of research still needs to be done concerning the dimensionality of service quality in general, and SERVQUAL in particular, as called for by its developers (Parasuraman et al., 1994: 221 ) .
As service quality is a latent variable, which cannot be directly observed, it has to be measured indirectly. In an effort to measure the service quality of service industries Parasuraman et al. (1988) proposed the SERVQUAL instrument which consists of 22 perception items and 22 expectation items. Parasuraman et al. ( 1988) suggested that the differences between the client's expectations and perceptions represent service quality or the service quality gap (GAP 5). Furthermore, they suggested that five underlying dimensions (factors) influence service quality perceptions: tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assurance and empathy.
Recently Dabholkar, Thorpe & Rentz (1996) proposed an instrument based on SERVQUAL, which they suggest, measures service quality in a retailing environment. This instrument also captures, apart from the common dimensions that are likely to be shared by pure service environments and retail environments, additional dimensions of retail service quality relevant to the retail environment.
This study replicates their work and evaluates their retail service quality instruments' validity and reliability. If it is found to be valid and reliable in a South African context it will be the first such instrument available to measure the service quality of South African retailers. Dabholkar et al. (1996) , deploring the lack of a theory-based approach to retail service quality measurement, addressed this limitation by means of a triangulation of research techniques. It consisted of interviews with several retail customers, indepth interviews with six customers and a qualitative study that monitored the thought process of three customers during an actual shopping experience. Based on these findings they propose a hierarchical factor structure for retai I service quality assessment that consists of six first-order factors (dimensions), namely appearance, convenience, promises, doing it right, inspiring confidence and courteous/helpful; and five second-order factors (dimensions): physical aspects, reliability, personal interaction, problem solving and policy.
Service quality in a retail environment
To test their proposed hierarchical model ( Figure Replicating these four models was one of the key objectives of this study (see Figures I to 5).
Objectives
Three research objectives were pursued. The first was to replicate their models using confirmatory factor analysis. The second was to evaluate the validity of the retail service quality instrument proposed by Dabholkar et al. (1996) . The third was to assess the internal reliability of the overall scale as well as its underlying dimensions.
Methodology
Sample S,Afr.J,Bus. Manage, 1997 28(4) The population was defined as active retail shoppers. The sample consisted of 352 hypermarket shoppers in a mall intercept-type situation. Personal interviews were conducted immediately after the completion of the shopping experience. Hypermarket shoppers were selected for analysis because they offer a mix of merchandise and service, while individual hypermarkets were identified on a convenience sampling basis.
Data collection
Shoppers were interviewed whilst they waited in a queue to pay for their goods. Interviews took place whilst queues were deep enough to allow for sufficient time to interview shoppers without interfering with their shopping. Shoppers were intercepted and interviewed as they lined up in the queue, which ensured randomness.
The rationale for the data collection method is based on the theory that respondents will be more attentive to the task of completing a questionnaire and will provide more meaningful responses when they are contextualized in the environment that they are evaluating. Further, being in the relevant environment, shoppers would be more likely to focus on dimensions of importance to them for evaluating the quality of service at the shop (Dabholkar et al., 1996) . Thirdly, it avoided problems associated with many similar techniques that require respondents to recall shopping experiences. Often these techniques generate questionable results as it is difficult to control for memory loss or lack of experience.
The first step in the data analysis phase of the study was to assess the validity of the retail service quality instrument.
Questionnaire
The questionnaire consisted of 32 items. Seventeen items originate from the SERVQUAL scale to which Dabholkar et al. (1996) added eleven items. which they believe to be relevant to retailing specifically. The other four questions were added to assess the predictive, convergent and discriminate validity of the retail service quality questionnaire.
Validity results
In an effort to assess the predictive validity of the retail service quality questionnaire respondents were asked whether they would continue to buy from this retailer again (VAL I). Table I shows that the entire scale (SQUAL) and this item (VALi) are highly correlated (0.564; p < 0.0001 ). confirming its predictive validity. This strong positive correlation also holds for the individual underlying dimensions of the retail service quality construct. Respondents were also asked how they rated the overall service of the retail outlet (VAL2). According to Table I the correlation between this evaluation and the retail service quality questionnaire (SQUAL) is 0.721 (p < 0.000 I), which confirms the convergent validity of the instrument. Again, this strong positive correlation also holds for the entire scale as well as for individual underlying dimensions of the retail service quality construct.
To assess the discriminate validity one further question was asked: 'How often have you complained about poor service at .. .' (VAL3). If the responses to the retail service quality questionnaire (SQUAL) are negatively correlated with this item, it will confirm the discriminate validity of the instrument. Table  I shows that not only SQUAL (-0.308) but all the other underlying dimensions are significantly (p < 0.0001), negatively correlated to this question (VAL3), providing strong evidence of discriminate validity.
Reliability results
The next step was to evaluate the internal reliability of the instrument by means of Cronbach alpha coefficients. Table 2 shows that the retail service quality scale proposed by Dabholkar et al. (1996) is a highly reliable instrument, returning an overall Cronbach alpha of 0.93. The reliability of !ach of the underlying dimensions is in all cases above the mggested minimum of 0.7 suggested by Peterson ( 1994) ex-:ept for the Policy dimension, which returned a coefficient of l.68.
:::ross-validation of the retail service quality instrument rhe computer programme RAMONA (Browne & Meis, 992 ) was used to establish whether or not the model pro-1osed in Figure I was supported by the data. A confirmatory actor analysis was performed on the correlation matrix. Table 3 compares the results of this analysis with those reported by Dabholkar et al. ( 1996 ) . The Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) value in Table 3 suggests a reasonable fit for the restricted factor analysis models in Figures 2, 4 and 5 (Browne & Meis, 1990; Steiger & Lind, 1980 ) but a poor fit for the model in Figure 3 . All available indices compare favourably with those reported by Dabholkar et al. (1996) . The best fitting model appears to be the five basic service quality dimensions as first-order factors (Figure 2) in both studies. The confirmatory factor analysis results reported in Table 3 suggest that the retail service quality instrument proposed by Dabholkar et al. (1996) demonstrates considerable construct validity (Tull & Hawkins, 1995: 318) . This contention is supported by the evidence of discriminant validity reported in Table I .
Conclusion
The retail service quality instrument has been shown to be a valid and reliable instrument to measure retail service quality in South Africa. The instrument is suitable for studying the service reality of retail businesses that offer a mix of services and goods, such as department stores, speciality stores and hypermarkets. It is useful for the gathering of data than can be used for benchmarking current levels of service quality, as well as periodic 'checks' to measure service quality. The instrument is also suitable for use as a diagnostic tool that will allow a retailer to identify areas of service delivery that are weak and in need of managerial attention. A further application as a diagnostic tool lies in the use of the instrument to analyse service quality at the overall level and the dimension level. Analysis of data at these different levels would allow evaluations of overall quality and dimension quality and would enable managers to identify problem areas within their shops, at the different levels (e.g. different geographical areas or different departments), and to concentrate resources on improving particular aspects of service quality.
Managerial implications
Retail competition is intensifying. All forms of retail competition, namely intratype, intertype, vertical competition and systems competition show an accelerated pace at which retailers try to meet the needs of demanding consumers. Consumers are also, generally speaking, very aware of and well informed about new retailing formats that endeavour to satisfy their needs. Harsh economic times and other events tend to decrease loyalty as consumers' priorities increasingly centre on making ends meet.
For retailers this means that the dream of relationship retailing appears to be subject to more and more barriers that have to be overcome. It is accepted that the rendering of high quality service is a very useful means to differentiate the retail offer and attract support from consumers. The delivery of service, however, goes well beyond the traditional view of providing primary versus secondary or other classifications of service. Differentiation is much more complex. To render service that is truly a differentiating factor, the retailer must study the relationships between overall retail service quality and its underlying dimensions. The instrument considered in this study reveals that consumers could evaluate retail service quality according to five dimensions and, in addition, they may view overall service quality as a higher order factor and that some of the basic dimensions have sub-dimensions associated with them in the consumer's mind.
Retail management should therefore be well informed about the extent to which the shop's activities contribute to or detract from the overall or other dimensions of service quality. This requires continual measurement of all the levels of service rendering and the identification of areas of activity that are responsible for the standards of service quality. Only when these areas have been identified, will management be in a position to know whether staff training or changes to organization policy, or any other factor for that matter, require management attention.
For retail firms to establish or enhance their perceived service quality they will thus have to ensure that: -all physical facilities that are used in service delivery are neat and modern-looking and that the store layout allows customers to find everything they need and move around with ease; -they deliver their service's reliably by keeping all promises made (both implicitly and explicitly) and doing things right the first time; -during all personal interaction between employees and customers the former are courteous and helpful and inspire confidence in customers; -all problems customers experience are solved promptly including a proper system of returns and exchanges; and -they have a store policy that is responsive to customer needs such as convenient store hours, parking and credit facilities. The role that technology and particularly the Internet/ World-Wide Web will have on retailing needs to be considered. New technologies, interactive marketing and the like will open new opportunities for inventive marketers. These could be a ~erious threat to conventional retailing firms if they are used to circumvent traditional channel members such as retailers. Improved direct marketing is an obvious example.
Providing excellence in service delivery could be one way to overcome this threat by providing a personalized service tailored to the needs of individual consumers. The retail service quality instrument assessed in this study could be an excellent starting point to achieve that often elusive goal.
